Abstract. The influence of sex and age on success in contests over access to food was studied in a wintering population of snow buntings, Plectrophenax nivalis, in northeast Scotland over a 5-year period. Males won 87% of dyadic interactions with females, but, in contrast to many other studies, first-winter birds won a majority (60-70%) of intra-sexual interactions with same-sex adults. Firstwinter males continued to have greater success than adult males even after controlling for an individual's role within a contest, the degree to which the contest escalated, and the severity of the weather. Contests won by adult males were more likely to have escalated, perhaps indicating a greater cost, than those won by first-winter males. Dominance status dropped from an individual's first to its second winter of life, but not thereafter. It is argued that winning winter food fights is of more immediate benefit to first-winter birds, and that reversal of the usual age-related dominance pattern may be due to the species' itinerant nature in winter combined with a lack of long-term pair-bonds or individual recognition. Assertion of dominance therefore carries only short-term benefits which may not override the costs of aggressive behaviour.
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Dominance status is often considered to be an important determinant of individual fitness and dispersal (e.g. models of Gauthreaux 1978 Gauthreaux , 1982 Pulliam & Caraco 1984; Sutherland & Parker 1985; Houston & McNamara 1988) . Empirical support for this is not hard to find: apparent advantages of being behaviourally dominant are often reported in the scientific literature, whilst subordinate individuals are usually regarded as inferior (but see Rohwer & Ewald 1981) .
Differences between the sexes are perhaps the most widely reported sources of variation in dominance. Males are usually dominant over females (e.g. Arcese & Smith 1985; Piper & Wiley 1989) , except in some species with reversed sexual size dimorphism (e.g. Snyder & Wiley 1976) . One notable exception is the house finch, Carpodacus mexicanus, where the larger males commonly defer to females in winter (Brown & Brown 1988) , possibly to maintain year-round pair-bonds.
Although not always taking into account the effects of prior residence at a site, many avian studies have shown that adults tend to dominate birds in their first year of life (e.g. Arcese & Smith 1985; Weatherhead & Teather 1987; Piper & Wiley 1989) . Post (1992) found that the dominance of boat-tailed grackles, Quiscalus major, continued to increase as they got older. Studies where first-year birds have been shown to dominate adults are mostly restricted to species where kin might benefit (e.g. Balda & Balda 1978; Barkan et al. 1986 ), where young birds had a prior residence advantage (Cristol et al. 1990 ), or where adults and juveniles lead very different lifestyles (as in magpies, Pica pica: Dhindsa et al. 1989; Komers 1989; Komers & Komers 1992) .
In some circumstances, because aggression also involves costs and risks (Huntingford & Turner 1987) , dominant birds might defer to subordinates because the reward of winning may be relatively trivial for the former (e.g. more food when nearly satiated), but not the latter (some food when previously deprived). Senar et al. (1989 Senar et al. ( , 1990 suggested that flock cohesion may be promoted by dominance reversals in wintering flocks of siskins, 
